Today, at this forum, we explore the present and the future of such collections.
It should be absolutely obvious why the Association of Research Libraries is

RLI 267 3
sponsoring this forum. But why are the present and future of these collections of such intense and compelling interest to the organization I lead, the Coalition for Networked Information? Our mission is to advance scholarship through the creative use of digital content and advanced information technology. Put simply, special collections are a nexus where technology and content are meeting to advance scholarship in extraordinary new ways. We can see existing special collections are being supplemented and expanded by digital representations of the physical materials; tomorrow's special collections will include a growing proportion of material that has always and only been digital. Information technology is reshaping both stewardship and use of these collections. This essay is a brief, high-level summary of many of the ways in which this is happening; it emphasizes examples rather than comprehensive surveys of developments. Many of the points outlined here are explored in much more depth in sessions at the forum.
First, and foremost, there is the responsibility of stewardship. For our existing special collections, the creation of digital representations 2 of physical materials offers new pathways to help ensure the survival of the materials in these collections. The digital representations are not substitutes for all purposes, but they can be duplicated and replicated in sites around the world with perfect fidelity and at relatively low marginal cost. The digital representations are both robust and fragile in the way that digital things are, and these strengths and weaknesses are very different from those of the physical collections; given both the physical material and its digital representations, chances are much better that something will survive.
With the born-digital materials that will comprise tomorrow's special collections, we face new and different challenges in ensuring the long-term integrity and survival of these materials. For cultural memory organizations, these stewardship obligations are paramount-and make no mistake: now that the technology is available and increasingly affordable and well understood, the creation and geographically distributed replication of digital representations of unique treasures is fast becoming an obligation of good and responsible stewardship.
Technology is transfiguring our existing physical collections in every dimension: our understanding of the materials, the potential uses and users of the materials, the relationships between the local special collections and the collective worldwide archives of cultural memory. Digital representations are in most regards and for most purposes at least as good as the physical originals (though, as Walter
Benjamin has famously observed, they lack the majesty, the aura, of the artifact 3 ).
Indeed, practically speaking, digital representations often offer a better engagement
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opportunity than the original in museums, archives, or special collections, even in person, and extend that opportunity worldwide through the Internet. Obviously, we can make fragile materials fully accessible, worldwide, through their digital representations. They can be made available to massive numbers of students, including K-12 and undergraduates engaging in research, as well as to the interested general public. Several talks at the forum will look at the opportunities here. We can also make these materials not only accessible, but re-usable. They can be annotated. Difficult to use, primary scholarly source materials can be transcribed and translated through collective multi-year efforts, perhaps structured to include cadres of students taking a specific course year after year, ultimately producing new critical scholarly editions of these primary sources. 6 Indeed, providing key source materials through the World Wide Webparticularly content that is complex and impossible to comprehensively describe, such as large collections of historical images-has given rise to vitally important We can re-structure and re-create special collections along logical intellectual lines, and indeed create new "virtual" special collections that facilitate new kinds of scholarly investigation, such as the Romance of the Rose collection hosted at Johns Hopkins, discussed later in the forum. This project is trying to image as
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The British Library, with funding from the Arcadia Foundation, provides an excellent example with the Endangered Archives program. Under this program, the British Library captures digital representations of endangered collections around the world; the library accessions a copy of the representations into its own special collections, while returning another copy to the institution that has responsibility for the endangered (physical) collection. 10 We are seeing efforts to re-create the holdings of national libraries that have been largely destroyed in nations such as Afghanistan. 11 We have the potential to redefine relationships between private collectors, scholars, and public collections by digitizing these often-invisible treasures under a wide range of circumstances, either by private agreement or legal mandate (imagine extensions or variations of laws already in place in some nations, notably in Europe, to facilitate the ability of national cultural heritage organizations to retain cultural patrimony being offered for sale by private collectors).
Newly acquired special collections will include more and more digital materials (one prominent recent example is the "papers" of Salman Rushdie, acquired by Emory University, which includes a vast trove of electronic mail).
12
At least at first, the typical case will be digital materials on various portable storage media (floppy disks, tape, hard drives) or even entire personal computer systems, intermixed with printed or other physical materials. The Digital Lives program at the British Library offers a look at the broader range of future complications as, for example, major parts of one's digital life-records move from local storage into cloud-hosted applications or social networking systems. 13 But while these are an extension of the traditional humanistically focused
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Special Collections at the Cusp of the Digital Age: A Credo Copyright is only one basis for such challenges; others involve libel, privacy, rights to likeness, national security, and even trademarks and patents. And beyond the purely legal, there are cultural conflicts, where some group somewhere demands that material be suppressed, arguing that it is culturally insulting, or perhaps that it represents a part of a body of sacred knowledge.
The battles aren't always legal. As discussed later in this forum, particularly 
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Special Collections at the Cusp of the Digital Age: A Credo Effective stewardship of special collections in the digital age will include not just expertise in the curatorial arts and in digital preservation, but also in information security and information warfare, national and international law, diplomacy and public policy. University took highly detailed laser measurements of Michelangelo's David ; the quality was such that the Italian government would not permit the release of the full data set on the Internet; however, the Stanford researchers built a system that allowed viewing of details of specific parts of the statue, including parts that would be inaccessible to a normal museum visitor. We are beginning to understand that while photographs can be treated as images, photographic negatives might best be though of as data sets-much like the data sets produced by today's digital cameras in RAW formatthat are intrinsically technologically mediated in their use; through this mediation, a digitized negative can produce many different images.
RLI 267 8
Special Collections at the Cusp of the Digital Age: A Credo 
RLI 267 9
